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What is an HCP?

• The federal Endangered Species Act 
authorizes incidental take permits (ITP) 
to be issued for “take” of listed species, 
provided that the ITP holder have a 
Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP). 

• HCPs describe the anticipated effects of 
the proposed taking; how those impacts 
will be minimized or mitigated; and how 
the HCP is to be funded. 
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What is an HCP?

• Mitigation for impacts to listed 
species may take the form of 
preserving habitat through an 
acquisition or a conservation 
easement, enhancing or 
restoring degraded or former 
habitat, creating new habitat, 
establishing buffer areas 
around existing habitat, 
modifying land-use practices, 
and restricting access to 
habitat. 
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What is an HCP?

• In 1995, DNR established a science 
team of state, federal and independent 
scientists to address, owl, murrelet and 
salmon conservation needs. Aided by 
recommendations from the federal 
spotted owl and murrelet draft 
recovery plans, the President’s NW 
Forest Plan, and the latest scientific 
reports, the science team provided the 
foundation of the HCP strategies. 

Northern Spotted Owl HCP Conservation Strategy, Lightning Talk
December 3, 2024, Board of Natural Resources Meeting

4
Subject to changes and amendments overtime



What is an HCP?

• Adopted by DNR in 1997
• Multi-species HCP covering federally listed species 

regulated by USFWS and NOAA Fisheries
• Long-term land management plan; 70 years in 

duration with options for three, 10-year extensions 
for a maximum duration of 100 years

• Covers approximately 1.9 million acres within the 
range of the spotted owl including the eastern 
slopes of the Cascades
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Trust Lands HCP 
Strategies (main)
• Riparian

• Implemented in all of Western WA

• Multispecies
• Implemented in all of Western WA

• Marbled Murrelet
• Implemented in most of Western WA

• Northern Spotted Owl (NSO)
• Implemented on all HCP covered lands 

(Western WA & Eastern slopes of the 
Cascades)
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NSO Strategy Objectives

DNR’s HCP conservation objective for the 
northern spotted owl is to provide habitat 
that makes a significant contribution to:

• Demographic support, 
• Maintenance of species distribution, and
• Facilitation of dispersal
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NSO Strategy Objectives
• Demographic Support

• Demographic support refers to the contribution of individual territorial 
spotted owls or clusters of spotted owl sites to the stability and viability of the 
entire population

• Maintenance of Species Distribution
• Maintenance of species distribution refers to supporting the continued 

presence of the spotted owl population in as much of its historic range as 
possible

• Dispersal
• Dispersal is the movement of juvenile, subadult, and adult spotted owls from 

one sub-population to another
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Strategy Implementation

• DNR achieves these objectives by providing 
habitat in specific management areas. 

• Management areas are located in proximity 
to Federal Lands recovery areas

• Management areas have specific habitat 
qualities and threshold amounts to achieve

• Habitat thresholds are measured by 
geographic units 

• Spotted owl management units (SOMUs) vary in 
size depending on the management area
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Strategy Implementation 
SOMUs
• A geographic boundary to measure 

habitat thresholds and distribute 
habitat within a management area. 

• Depending on the objective and 
landscape, SOMUs are based on 
Watershed Analysis Units, 
Landscape Planning Units, ¼ 
Townships, or modified versions.

• SOMU – “spotted owl management 
unit”
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Strategy Implementation
• Nesting, Roosting & Foraging (NRF) 

management areas
• Designated in areas intermingled with and 

adjacent to federal lands designated within 
the NW Forest Plan Reserves

• Generally achieve & maintain 50% suitable 
NRF habitat within SOMU 

• Habitat types that qualify as NRF habitat are 
generally higher quality that include 
components such as snags, down wood and 
larger trees
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Strategy Implementation

• Nest Patches
• Provides nesting structure to supplement 

the roosting & foraging habitat of NRF
• 500 acre Nest Patch includes a 300 acre 

core and a 200 acre buffer, located within 
NRF management areas. 

• Long-term commitment to providing this 
structure in NRF management areas.

• Often overlap or are in proximity to 
known nest sites. 
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Strategy Implementation

• Dispersal Management Areas
• 50% dispersal habitat or better per 

SOMU
• Dispersal habitat is generally a simpler 

stand structure because of its 
dispersing objective

• SPS dispersal has a two-tier approach
• 35% Movement, Roosting & 

Foraging habitat (≈NRF)
• 15% Movement habitat 

(≈dispersal)
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Strategy Implementation

• Example of the orientation of DNR-
managed lands with spotted owl 
conservation (dispersal and NRF 
areas) in proximity to Forest Service 
with the objective of providing 
habitat and dispersal of owls across 
the Columbia River. 

• Nest Patches identified within NRF 
area and spotted owl pair locations. 
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Strategy Implementation

• Olympic Experimental State Forest (OESF)
• Has a two-tier habitat approach
• Habitat threshold is 40% of each 

SOMU 
• 20% old-forest habitat
• 20% young-forest habitat or better
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Next Best or Candidate Stands or Near NRF
• Where DNR is below its habitat 

threshold in a SOMU, it has 
identified stands that are either 
non-habitat or lower quality habitat 
to be enhanced or allow that stand 
to grow and achieve habitat 
conditions. 

• Management of these stands can 
occur if management activities do 
not increase the amount of time 
that would be required for the 
habitat threshold to be reached. 
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Commitment of Habitat Thresholds

• Where DNR is above its 
habitat threshold in a SOMU, 
it may harvest habitat as long 
as the total amount of habitat 
does not fall below the habitat 
threshold and does not reduce 
the amount and distribution of 
nest patches (in NRF). 
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Review of the HCP ITP by FWS in 2024 and 
Threats to NSO
• Conclusions within the Re-issued Biological 

Opinion, 2024
• FWS concluded that continued implementation of the 

HCP/ITP is not likely to jeopardize the continued 
existence of the spotted owl and is not likely to destroy 
or adversely modify designated critical habitat. 
Modification of the ITP is not required. 

• Competition from the barred owl is now the primary 
driver behind spotted owl population declines, greatly 
overwhelming the impacts of habitat loss or 
degradation over the past 25 years.
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